Judas the Maccabee's Dream (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) The description of Judas Maccabaeus' final battle with Nicanor in 2 Maccabees 15 juxtaposes a blasphemous Nicanor and a pious Judas, confident that he will be victorious with God's help (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) . Judas encourages his soldiers not only by referring to God's interventions in earlier battles as exemplified in the Torah and the Prophets (15:9; cf. 15:21-4), 1 but also by reporting a dream (15:11-16) . 2 This dream adds a prophetic act to its presentation of the deceased high priest Onias and the prophet Jeremiah as intercessors for the Jewish people and the Holy City, because Jeremiah extends his right hand and delivers a golden sword to Judas (paradou`nai tw`/ Iouda rJomfaivan crush`n) with the following comment:
"Take this holy sword as a gift from God, and crush the opponents with it" (Labe; th;n aJgivan rJomfaivan dw`ron para; tou` qeou`, di jh|~ qrauvsei~ tou;~ uJpenantivou~, 2 Macc. 15:16, my trans.). Afterwards Judas triumphs over Nicanor and utterly shames him by having his head and right arm cut off. He hangs those from the citadel as an unmistakable public victory sign (15:30, 32-5) .
What is the meaning of Jeremiah's prophetic act? First, the interpretation that might seem obvious at first glance, that the act emphasizes that Judas is the Jews' legitimate military leader, installed by God through Jeremiah, can hardly be accurate.
It is strange that such a legitimation comes at the end of the book and not in chapter 8, which reports Judas' first military actions. The legitimation itself would be truncated, because Jeremiah's symbolic act is not at all elaborated with a focus on Judas' leadership. One would also expect in line with this reading that the narrative would continue with Judas' installation or confirmation as ruler of the Jews, but this is missing in the rest of chapter 15. Second, the act itself seems to be without precedent in Jewish traditions, and, therefore, does not match Judas' own references to earlier deliverances by God drawn from the Torah and the Prophets. God's sword is referred to in Isa. 27:1 about God's punishment of Leviathan and the dragon in the sea, 3 but the content of this passage is rather different from 2 Macc. 15. In Isa. 27 it is God who destroys the dragon enemy 4 and the holy sword is not delivered into the hands of a human person. 5 Josh. 5:13-5, a passage that briefly reports Joshua's vision before the capture and destruction of Jericho, also corresponds to 2 Macc. 15:11-16 to a certain extent only. It describes a dream appearance to the commander before the victory and also includes a sword, but Joshua sees a human figure, specified as God's army's commander, standing in front of him with a drawn sword in his hand (wdyb hpwlv wbrjw). This passage is close to 2 Macc. 15, but the central act of the handing over of the sword to the commander is absent.
If biblical forerunners of Jeremiah's presentation of the sword to Judas are missing, the motif may derive from an extra-biblical tradition. 6 In this note I will argue such a tradition existed and circulated in Egypt up to the Maccabaean times.
Several bi-or tri-lingual documents from Ptolemaic Egypt transmit a tradition, which was well-known in priestly circles from the Ptolemaic period through documents as well as representations on stelae and temple walls. This tradition was part of a cluster of acts that honoured the Ptolemaic king because of his benefactions in the third and second century BCE. It was established by the priests, but perhaps orchestrated by the kings themselves. Priestly assemblies took the decision to honour the king and documented this in decrees that were published on stelae, usually in Egyptian , 2001, 116-45, pp. 122-3. 8 The king's restoration and improvement of the temples, and confirmation of temple privileges as well as privileges for other subjects are referred to in Canopus decree, Greek version ll. 6-9; Rosetta decree,
Greek version ll. 9-20; 28-35; Raphia decree, Demotic version ll. 17-3; 26; Second Philae decree, Hieroglyphic version ll. 5d-8f; Demotic 4e-7b; protection of the temples: Hieroglyphic version l. 10d; Demotic l. 8c. Huss, "Synodal-Dekrete", 103-9, offers a survey of these benefactions. conventional formulae the kings are also honoured for their restoration of peace and order (Canopus Greek version l. 12; Rosetta decree, Greek version l. 2; cf. Raphia decree, Demotic version l. 26). 10 Important for my discussion of 2 Macc. 15:11-16 is that three of these priestly decrees include a passage that refers to a very specific act of honouring the king. The priests state that statues of the king and the queen will be set up in all Egyptian temples, making the royal family omnipresent in religious locations. 11 received a statue in every temple named "Ptolemy, protector of Egypt", with a statue of the temple's principle god handing the sickle sword over to him standing next to the king's statue. The Greek version uses the more general phrase "weapon of victory" (o{plon nikhtikovn, l. 39; Elephantine copy l. 7) in stead of the khepesh sword. The Raphia decree states that a statue of the city god had to be set up on a platform next to the statue of the king who receives the sword of victory (Demotic version l. 34). In some occasions the scene described in these passages (or a variant of it in case of the Raphia decree) is also depicted on the stele with the decree itself. One of the stones with the Raphia decree, from ancient Pithom (Tell el-Maskoutah), represents this scene on the stele: Atum, the principle god of Pithom, accompanied by six local gods, delivers the sickle sword to the king with his right hand. 13 The Raphia decree combines the handing over of the sickle sword also with the slaughtering of the enemy, but the latter scene has been adapted by the incorporation Egypt. Judas' dream is a message from God that he will be victorious. In a similar way the Egyptian gods reveal to Ptolemy IV that he was going to be victorious against Antiochus III, as the Raphia decree states: Sometimes this symbolic act is combined with another traditional scene during which the king executes his opponent with the sickle sword by cutting of his head. Both scenes are strikingly similar to 2 Maccabees' description of the dream report and Nicanor's shameful end in chapter 15. The Egyptian traditions are adapted for a Jewish audience, of course, Jeremiah acts as God's messenger in stead of an Egyptian god, but the correspondence is still so close that it seems rather probable that 2 Maccabees 15 echoes Ptolemaic traditions about the king and the sickle sword. One can only speculate about the trajectory of Jewish adaptations of these traditions, but, if my assumption of their incorporation is justified, we do know about its implication: this would be an indication that 2 Maccabees circulated in the Graeco-Egyptian Diaspora during at least one stage of its transmission process.
